Approach

Imperfect Servants
Lord, we are fearfully and wonderfully made We are your creation and you have made us well You have given us strength in our bodies You have given us love in our hearts You have given us intelligence in our minds You have put your Spirit in our hearts Lord, we are fearfully and wonderfully made We are your creation and you have made us well We praise you and we bring ourselves before you Aware that we have been far from perfect servants We have turned our strength to acts of violence We have fought and built weapons of war We have turned our love away from others We have hardened our hearts and become selfish We have turned our intelligence to slyness We have tricked others for our own gain We have turned from your Spirit within us And acted as if you were not there at all We have been far from perfect servants Forgive us Lord Forgive us Forgive these faults and the ones we bring before you Fill the hearts of your imperfect servants Help us to grow Help our strength to grow in buiding your kingdom Help our love to grow in caring for others Help our intelligence to grow in meeting the needs of others Help our souls to grow through the touch of your Spirit This we ask through Jesus Christ Our Lord and our saviour Who offered hope to imperfect servants And redemption for all who fall short His own words of prayer we share now Hymn CH4 710 I Have A Dream A Man Once Said 'I have a dream', a man once said, 'where all is perfect peace; where men and women, black and white, stand hand in hand, and all unite in freedom and in love in freedom and in love.' But in this world of bitter strife the dream can often fade; reality seems dark as night, we catch but glimpses of the light Christ sheds on humankind Christ sheds on humankind.
Fierce persecution, war, and hate are raging everywhere; God calls us now to pay the price through struggles and through sacrifice of standing for the right of standing for the right.
So dream the dreams and sing the songs, but never be content; for thoughts and words don't ease the pain: unless there's action, all is vain; faith proves itself in deeds faith proves itself in deeds.
Lord, give us vision, make us strong, help us to do your will; don't let us rest until we see your love throughout humanity uniting us in peace uniting us in peace.
Reading(s):
Leviticus 19:1-2, 9-18
The LORD spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel and say to them: You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy. When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am the LORD your God. You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie to one another. And you shall not swear falsely by my name, profaning the name of your God: I am the LORD. You shall not defraud your neighbor; you shall not steal; and you shall not keep for yourself the wages of a laborer until morning. You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind; you shall fear your God: I am the LORD. You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your neighbor. You shall not go around as a slanderer among your people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbor: I am the LORD. You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the LORD.
Psalm 119:33-40
Teach me, O LORD, the way of your statutes, and I will observe it to the end. Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it with my whole heart. Lead me in the path of your commandments, for I delight in it. Turn my heart to your decrees, and not to selfish gain. Turn my eyes from looking at vanities; give me life in your ways. Confirm to your servant your promise, which is for those who fear you. Turn away the disgrace that I dread, for your ordinances are good. See, I have longed for your precepts; in your righteousness give me life.
Matthew 5:38-48 "You have heard that it was said, 'An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.' But I say to you, Do not resist an evildoer. But if anyone strikes you on the right cheek, turn the other also; and if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. Give to everyone who begs from you, and do not refuse anyone who wants to borrow from you. "You have heard that it was said, 'You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous. 
Hymn
CH4 263 God Of Freedom, God Of Justice
God of freedom, God of justice, God whose love is strong as death, God who saw the dark of prison, God who knew the price of faith: touch our world of sad oppression with your Spirit's healing breath.
Rid the earth of torture's terror, God whose hands were nailed to wood; hear the cries of pain and protest, God who shed the tears and blood; move in us the power of pity, restless for the common good.
Make in us a captive conscience quick to hear, to act, to plead; make us truly sisters, brothers, of whatever race or creed: teach us to be fully human, open to each other's need.
Intercession
In A Perfect World
Lord we pray for a better world May we be your builders
In a perfect world, Lord, there would be no pain There would be no injustice, there would be no hate There would be no hunger, there would be no lies This world is not perfect, and we bring its needs to you Lord we pray for a better world Lord, in love and perfect wisdom times and seasons you arrange, working out your changeless purpose in a world of ceaseless change; you have formed our ancient nation, guiding it through all the days, to unfold in it your purpose to your glory and your praise.
To our shores remote, benighted, barrier of the western waves, tidings in your love you sent us, tidings of the cross that saves. Saints and heroes strove and suffered here your gospel to proclaim; we the heirs of their endeavour, tell the honour of their name.
You maintain your ageless purpose every change and chance above; still your holy Church is bearing witness to your changeless love. Grant us vision, Lord, and courage to fulfil your work begun; in the Church and in the nation, King of kings, your will be done.
Sermon
An Ideal World
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect (Matthew 5:48) I have a Mister Men tie at home -do you know about the Mister Men? Mine is Mister Perfect. My mum and dad gave it to me for Christmas one year and you know that when your family give you a tie that labels you as "Mister Perfect" they don't mean it in a literal or analytical way. I have my imperfections. If you ask my wife I'm sure she could give you a list. A fairly extensive list, and it might take some time. I may be many things but I'm not perfect. But then again, nobody is. At least, I've met a lot of people over the years, and I'm pretty sure I've never met a perfect one.
So what is Jesus on about here? "Be perfect," he says. And just in case we're not clear about what he means by perfect, he ups the ante a little further. "Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect". That is, be as perfect as God. Now that's a big ask. You might imagine those listening to him as he taught suddenly raising their eyebrows and thinking, "What? Did he just say that? That we're meant to be as perfect as God?" Because nobody's perfect. The world that we live in isn't perfect and we are allto one extent or another -shaped by the world into which we are born. We are shaped by the attitudes that surround us as we grow and sometimes they can involve violence and aggression. Sometimes they can involve selfishness and greed. We are shaped by the way society organises itself -by patterns of wealth and work. We live in a "competitive" economy, and sometimes that can lead to rivalries and to a "devil-take-the hindmost" attitude infecting the way we think about those around us. The fact that we have to work to earn our wealth can lead us to want to hold onto it without regard to the needs of those around us -indeed, we can sometimes be encouraged to regard the poverty and need of others as marks of their failure -their failure to compete, or to work hard enough. And so in turn we can become violent or aggressive. We can become self-centred and greedy. Imperfect.
Nobody's perfect. The world that we live in isn't perfect and we are all -to one extent or another -shaped by the world into which we are born. We all, I suppose, meet with aggression when we are young. We are taught -especially if you're a boy -that you've got to stand up for yourself; that you have to get your own back. And sometimes that tendency to meet force with force, to get your revenge, filters its way into whole groups or gangs, and sometimes into whole nations and we find war and other armed conflicts breaking out.
So we gather, every Sunday, to bring before God a world that is far from ideal -a world where people are victims of violence and aggression, where people are ground down by poverty and exploitation, where mothers mourn their sons and daughters lost on the battlefields of countless human conflicts. We hold up this far from ideal world to God and ask him to repair it. We hold up those broken by this far from ideal world to God and ask him to heal them. Why? Do we imagine God doesn't know? Do we imagine he hasn't noticed how broken things and people are? No. Part of the point of offering our prayers of intercession to God is that we are offering ourselves as part of the answer, and it's tempting to recoil from that and say, "What me? How can I play a part in God dealing with the imperfections of the world when I am. myself, so imperfect?" One can feel so inadequate -even if one has one's Mister Perfect tie on.
But there's something brilliant here that we so easily miss. We come to God knowing the world we live in is not ideal. That implies that we have a concept of an ideal world -that we can imagine a world that is better than this one. We can imagine a world where people don't suffer want and hunger -where everyone gets enough to eat and where no one has to sleep out in the cold. We can imagine a world where no one lifts a hand in anger against another and where the guns fall silent forever. We can imagine a world where scores are not settled by bloodshed and anger. This is a world none of us as ever known, but I put it to you that that world can shape us too, and as surely as the one we have been born into. That is the mark of God upon us -that we have ideals.
Our ideals are important. Without that transcendent idea of what the world could be -of what the world is, somehow, meant to be -it would be all too easy to become cynical. I fear, as the idea of a transcendent God and Heaven slip from the forefront of our society's life then we may see exactly that -a society becoming more and more cynical and simply accepting poverty, hunger and homelessness, accepting conflict and violence as simply part of the way things are.
Whatever the case, we can conceive of an ideal world. That, I say again, is God's mark on humanity; it is part of what makes us his children, made in his image. Part of what we are here for is to be part of God's answer to all those prayers we offer every week that reach for that ideal world -that reach for God. And this is the genius of Jesus's teaching this morning -be perfect, even as your Father in Heaven is perfect.
Before he hits us with that whammy of an injunction Jesus sets out what an ideal person would be -someone who doesn't respond with anger and violence when they are provoked; someone who gives generously to those in need -gives enough to ensure they have what they need to get by. Someone who loves those who set themselves up as his enemies and cares about them.
Is that you? Is that me? Maybe not. Nobody's perfect. But that doesn't mean we shouldn't strive to be perfect. It doesn't mean that we shouldn't try to be more forgiving and more gentle in our dealings with others. It doesn't mean we shouldn't try to be more generous with what we have and try to make sure that folk don't go hungry and that people do have a roof over their heads. It doesn't mean that we shouldn't try to live in peace with those who threaten us and hurt us, that we shouldn't love and care for those we might otherwise call our enemies. It doesn't mean we shouldn't reach for the ideal of humanity that Christ offers us in this teaching -be perfect, even as God is perfect.
In an ideal world there would be no hunger or homelessness. Thing is, all that's stopping that is human imperfection -there's more than enough food in the world and more than enough material to build homes for everyone. In an ideal world there would be no hatred and no war. Thing is, all that's stopping that is human imperfection -our failure to see one another as brothers and sisters meant to love one another. In an ideal world there would be no slavery and there would be no oppression. Thing is that all that's stopping that is human imperfection -our desire to have power over one another.
That's why Jesus's challenge is so important. We have before us an ideal, not only of what the world could be, but of what the people who might live in such an ideal world would be like. Christ enjoins us to reach for that ideal -to reach for that ideal of what we could be and maybe, through the grace of God, we could play our part in bringing the world a little closer to being ideal too.
Lord, save us from cynicism. Keep before us the goal of being all that we can be through the example of your Son, Jesus Christ. Keep before us the vision of a world transformed by your love, flowing through us.
Hymn
CH4 238 Lord Bring The Day To Pass
Lord, bring the day to pass when forest, rock and hill, the beasts, the birds, the grass, will know thy finished will: when man attains his destiny and nature its lost unity.
Forgive our careless use of water, ore and soil the plenty we abuse supplied by others' toil: save us from making self our creed, turn us towards each other's need.
Give us, when we release creation's secret powers, to harness them for peace, our children's peace and ours: teach us the art of mastering which makes life rich and draws death's sting.
Creation groans, travails, futile its present plight, bound-till the hour it hails God's children born of light who enter on their true estate. Come, Lord: new heavens and earth create.
Benediction
Building The Kingdom
Fed by God's Holy Spirit be built up by his grace And go now to build up one another With supporting love With forgiving grace With strengthening love And build up all those around you Play your part in the building of God's kingdom For you are children of God
